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ABSTRACT
Middleton, Andrea Louise. M.A. The University of Memphis. May, 2013.
Representations of Time in the Temple of Hathor at Dendera: Iconographical Analyses
of the Two Astronomical Ceilings in Terms of NHH and Dt. Major Professor: Lorelei H.
Cocoran, Ph.D.
The ancient Egyptians viewed time in two distinctly different manners, both
cyclical and linear. Evidence for these conceptions of time abound in Egyptian texts and
are present in Egyptian art. The two astronomical ceilings from the Temple of Hathor at
Dendera, the circular zodiac ceiling of the Osiris Chapel and the rectangular zodiac from
the outer hypostyle hall, have traditionally been described as symbolic representations of
the night sky or time-keeping instruments. However, I will argue that opposed to these
traditional views, the evidence from these ceiling reliefs presents artistic representations
of both forms of time in graphic, visual form.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
The ancient Egyptian temple functioned as a dwelling place for the divine and
served as a cultic model of the cosmos. Temples of the Greco-Roman Period are
particularly important for the study of temple decoration because of their good state of
preservation. Temples that date to this period incorporate new elements of architecture
and decoration, including the first known appearance of the astronomical ceiling in a nonfunerary context. Ancient Egyptians expressed many of their religious beliefs through
art, and this can be prominently seen in temple decoration. In this study, I will argue for
a new interpretation of astronomical ceilings, based on the two astronomical ceilings
from the Temple of Hathor at Dendera: the circular zodiac ceiling of East Osirian Chapel
2, which was located on the roof of the temple, and the rectangular zodiac ceiling of the
outer hypostyle hall. Instead of reading these zodiacs as symbolic representations of the
night sky or as objects used for time-keeping as has been previously argued,1 I propose
that these ceilings are artistic representations of nHH and Dt, ancient Egyptian concepts of
eternity.2
In astronomy, the zodiac is a band of stars centered on the ecliptic, which is the
perceived path of the sun across the sky over the course of a year. This band of stars is
divided into twelve constellations, each of which encompasses a thirty-degree division of

1

R. A. Parker, “Ancient Egyptian Astronomy,” in Philosophical Transactions of the
Royal Society of London. Series A, Mathematical and Physical Sciences, Vol. 276, No. 1257,
The Place of Astronomy in the Ancient World (May 2, 1974), 61-64.
2

These ceilings have been interpreted in terms of calendrical time, however, they have
not been interpreted as abstract representations of the ancient Egyptian ideas of nHH and Dt. In
other words, ceilings such as these have been analyzed in relation to time, i.e. in their function as
time-keeping devices or as lunar calendars, but to my knowledge have not been read as symbols
of abstract ideas about time.

1

the sky.3 The twelve signs of the zodiac that are recognized by the Western world today
are Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn,
Aquarius, and Pisces. The forms that these constellations are viewed as today are taken
from the Greek tradition, although the names have Latin etymologies, and are referred to
as the Hellenistic Zodiac. However, the Greeks and Romans were not the only ancient
culture to see patterns and figures in the stars of the night sky because in ancient
Mesopotamian astrological texts, most notably the MUL.APIN tables, a set of distinct
constellations is found.4 Included in the Mesopotamian constellations is a zodiac, which
follows the same definition as the Hellenistic zodiac with twelve constellations divided
into thirty-degree sections of the ecliptic, however the constellations are not always
imagined as the same figures.5 While the ancient Egyptians did have their own unique
constellations, they did not have a zodiac in the sense that the Greeks or Mesopotamians
did; thus, when the zodiac as seen in ancient Egyptian astronomical ceilings, it is a
representation of a combined Greek and Mesopotamian tradition.6 Any ceiling that shows
celestial objects can be referred to as an astronomical ceiling. The two ceilings that are to
be discussed in this work are astronomical ceilings that contain the twelve constellations
of the zodiac, and hence are often just referred to as “zodiacs” although they also depict
other celestial bodies.

3

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10th ed., (Springfield, MA: MerriamWebster, 1996), 1377.
4

José Lull and Juan Antonio Belmonte, “The constellations of Ancient Egypt,” in In
Search of Cosmic Order: Selected Essays on Egyptian Archaeoastronomy, (Cairo: Supreme
Council of Antiquities, 2009), 182.
5

Ibid.

6

Ibid.

2

Astronomical ceilings dated to before the Ptolemaic Period are found in tombs
and mortuary temples. The earliest literary evidence that connects stars with funerary
contexts comes from the Fifth Dynasty Pyramid Texts from the pyramid of Unis.7 This
association between astronomical bodies and the deceased continues into the New
Kingdom, and astronomical ceilings decorate the tombs of noblemen and kings. Also
during the New Kingdom, astronomical ceilings are found within mortuary temples, like
the Ramesseum. Associating the deceased with the stars, guaranteed the deceased eternal
life with the gods, who were represented by the stars.
Pervasive throughout ancient Egyptian thought is the concept of dualism. Ancient
Egyptian religious, geographical, and political concepts all have dualistic natures, which
can be understood as based on the observation of natural phenomena, such as the cycle of
day and night.8 Even time was considered to have a dualistic nature, with two words
being used to express the idea of eternity, nHH and Dt. The terms both appear in the
Pyramid Texts describing the deceased king, suggesting the early funerary connotations
of time. While nHH and Dt are used throughout ancient Egyptian history, there exists no
ancient Egyptian study of the conceptual meaning of the words.9 Thus, modern scholars
have used textual references as well as abstract representations of time in art to
understand the different meanings of nHH and Dt. Several definitions of the terms have
been proposed, but Siegfried Morenz’s proposed definitions will be used in this study.
7

James P. Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2005), 1.
8

Karol Myśliwiec, The Twilight of Ancient Egypt: First Millennium B.C.E., trans. by
David Lorton, (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2000), 1.
9

Jan Assmann, Zeit und Ewigkeit im Alten Ägypten: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der
Ewigkeit, (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1975), 43-44. In the original German,
“Ich wüßte keinen Text zu nennen, der die begriffliche Opposition von zyklischer und linearer
Zeit…”
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Morenz understood nHH as cyclical infinity and Dt as linear infinity, respectively based on
the observation of the yearly cycle of the crops and the sequential human life.10 The
explanation of nHH and Dt in terms of natural phenomena corresponds with the visible
dualism of the natural world.
In order to interpret the astronomical ceilings from Dendera as representations of
nHH and Dt, it is necessary to look at other proposed depictions of time in ancient
Egyptian art. Foremost among these are the depictions of seasons in the Weltkammer
from the Fifth Dynasty sun temple of Niuserre at Abu Gurob, and illustrations of the
hours in New Kingdom Books of the Underworld. In the former, the representations of
flora and fauna, personifications of the seasons, and agriculture show the passage of time.
In the latter, the hours of the night are often shown as a twisted snake or cord. Both of
these genres of scenes are conceptual, and employ symbolism to represent complex ideas
about time and eternity. Using this approach, the astronomical ceilings from Dendera can
also be read as abstract representations of eternity.
While the astronomical ceilings in the Ptolemaic temple of Hathor at Dendera are
not in a funerary context, they do share iconographical elements with those from the
preceding periods. Because of this, perhaps the earlier ceilings should not be read in a
strictly mortuary context, and the theory that these ceilings were meant to associate the
deceased with the stars and eternal life is not the only intended message. The work of
Janice Kamrin, who argues that because of the interrelationship between temples, tombs,
and domestic structures, reliefs from different architectural contexts can have the same

10

Siegfried Morenz, Egyptian Religion, translated by Ann E. Keep, (London: Methuen
& Co, Ltd, 1973), 75-76.

4

intended meaning, is essential for the interpretation of these astronomical ceilings.11
Based on Kamrin’s theory, the similarities between the astronomical ceilings at Dendera
with those of earlier periods suggest the need for a singular interpretation of the motif,
which is made possible in the reading of astronomical ceilings as representations of nHH
and Dt.

11

Janice Kamrin, The Cosmos of Khnumhotep II at Beni Hasan, (London and New York:
Kegan Paul International, 1999).
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CHAPTER TWO
OVERVIEW OF THE TEMPLE OF HATHOR AT DENDERA AND THE
INTRODUCTION OF THE ASTRONOMICAL CEILING DURING THE
PTOLEMAIC PERIOD
The Temple of Hathor at Dendera is located in Upper Egypt, near the Qena Bend
of the Nile River, to the south of Abydos, in what was the sixth nome of ancient Egypt.
The main temple on the site was built in the Late Ptolemaic Period (first century BCE),
but archaeological remains date to as early as the third dynasty.1 Features of the site
include a propylon, two birth houses, a Middle Kingdom shrine to Hathor, a Coptic
church, the Great Temple of Hathor, a subsidiary temple to Isis, and a sacred lake (Figure
1).2 The continuous use of the site from the Old Kingdom through the Coptic Period,
combined with its excellent state of preservation, make the Temple of Hathor at Dendera
and the surrounding complex a model for the study of temples in ancient Egypt.
Tombs that surround the complex provide much of the information regarding the
early history of the site. Private mastabas belonging to princes of the nome during the
middle of the Sixth Dynasty surround the area, denoting the importance of the site in the
Old Kingdom.3 A small shrine built of white limestone, measuring 2 m. 20 cm. by 2 m.

1

W. M. Flinders Petrie, “Excavations at Dendereh,” in Egypt Exploration Fund
Archaeological Report, 1897-1898, edited by F. Ll. Griffith, (London: Egypt Exploration Fund,
1898), 1.
2

Bertha Porter and Rosalind L. B. Moss, Topographical Bibliography of Ancient
Egyptian Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs, and Paintings: VI. Upper Egypt: Chief Temples
(Excluding Thebes) Abydos, Dendera, Esna, Edfu, Kôm Ombo, and Philae, (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1939), 40.
3

Petrie, “Excavations at Dendereh,” 1.

6

45 cm., is located to the west of the main temple.4 The small size of this shrine indicates
that it might have housed some sort of cult statue.5 The roof of the shrine does not
survive. The figural styles and the presence of the cartouches of Montuhotep III (2004 –
1992 BCE) and Merenptah (1213 – 1203 BCE) show that the chapel was used during
different periods.6 The portions of the relief on the lower walls date to Dynasty Eleven,
and supplemental decoration was added under Merenptah in the New Kingdom.7
Although a small element in the temple complex overall, this shrine chapel shows that
royal patronage of the site existed as early as the Eleventh Dynasty and continued
through to the New Kingdom.
Of the remaining large buildings on the site, the earliest surviving structure is a
birth house. This birth house, or mammisi, was begun during the Saite Period (the 26th
dynasty, 664 – 525 BCE), finished during the 30th Dynasty under Nectanebo I (380 – 362
BCE), with later additions by the Ptolemies.8 Also during the 26th dynasty, Old Kingdom
mastabas were reused as burial places with coarsely cut sandstone sarcophagi typical of
the Saite Period, found within them.9
Most prominent of the remaining buildings is the main temple dedicated to the
goddess Hathor. Construction began during the second reign of Ptolemy XII Auletes (55
4

G. Daressy, “Chapelle de Mentouhotep III à Dendérah,” in Annales du Service des
Antiquités de l’Égypte, 17 (1917), 226-27, 250.
5

Personal conversation with Dr. Lorelei H. Corcoran.

6

Chronology based on that given in Ian Shaw, editor, The Oxford History of Ancient
Egypt, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 480-483. This is the chronology used for the
dates in this work, unless otherwise noted.
7

Daressy, “Chapelle de Mentouhotep III à Dendérah,” 226-27, 250.

8

Porter and Moss, Topographical Bibliography VI, 105.

9

Petrie, “Excavations at Dendereh,” 1.

7

– 51 BCE), and was finished under Cleopatra VII (51 – 30 BCE), the last Ptolemaic
ruler.10 Burials near the temple support the argument that Dendera reached its zenith
during the Ptolemaic Period (323 – 30 BCE). The greatest number of burials found date
to this period and number in the hundreds.11
Dendera remained an important site into the Roman Period. While the main
sanctuary of the temple was completed under Cleopatra VII, Roman emperors
continuously modified the temple and its decoration, as well as focusing on new projects.
A subsidiary temple dedicated to Isis was built and decorated in its entirety under the first
Roman emperor, Augustus (27 BCE – 14 CE).12 In the propylon, a monumental gateway
to the sanctuary, an image of the emperor Domitian (81 – 96 CE) is labeled with his
cartouche. Domitian is shown offering wine to Horus of bHdt (Edfu) and Hathor of iwnt
(Dendera).13 While royal patronage of the site clearly continued, the Roman period
burials surrounding the temple are poorer than the graves dating to the preceding
period.14 Therefore, although Dendera remained an important site into the Roman Period
for imperial patronage, the declining quality of the burials suggests a downward trend in
the economic prosperity of the surrounding area.
The Temple of Hathor at Dendera is one of the best-preserved ancient Egyptian
temples. Moreover, because of the rapid construction of the temple proper within a
10

H. I. Amer and B. Moradet, “Les dates de la construction du temple majeur d’Hathor à
Dendera,” in Annales du Service des Antiquités de l’Égypte, 69 (1983), 255-58.
11

Ibid., 2.

12

Porter and Moss, Topographical Bibliography VI, 106-107.

13

Jean-François Champollion, Notices Descriptives, Vol. II (pp. 1-358) (Repographie de
l’édition originale), Collection des Classiques Égyptologiques (Geneva: Éditions de BellesLettres, 1974), 295.
14

Petrie, “Excavations at Dendereh,” 2.
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known span of dates, it provides precise information regarding Egyptian rituals beliefs
and practices during the first century BCE. As a major cult center dedicated to Hathor,
the temple served as a location for cultic activities of the goddess. The celebration of the
Sacred Marriage festival between Hathor of Dendera and Horus of Edfu was an annual
ceremony in which the cult statue of Hathor was taken on a processional barge along the
Nile River, eventually reuniting the goddess with her consort Horus at Edfu.15 This
festival, through the marriage of the two deities, helped to ensure the fertility of the land
and the production of crops.16 The Sacred Marriage festival removed the cult statue of
Hathor from her temple, but there were several other festivals that took place within the
temple proper of Dendera. An example of a festival that took place within the temple is
the New Year’s festival, during which the cult statue of the goddess was taken to the
kiosk on the roof of the temple in order to be revivified by the sun.17 Both the Sacred
Marriage festival and the New Year’s festival were essential to the practice of cultic
activities for Hathor of Dendera.
The decoration of the Hathor temple is in the Egyptian style, and the pharaonic
conventions and canon for depicting the human body in two dimensions are followed.18
Besides consistency in representing the individual human figure, the scenes that decorate

15

H. W. Fairman, “Worship and Festivals in an Egyptian Temple,” in Bulletin of the John
Rylands Library, Manchester 37 (1), 196.
16

Ibid., 200.

17

Mamdouh Mohamed Eldamaty, “Die Treppe des Hinaufsteigens zum Dach des
Tempels von Dendera am Neujahrsfest,” in Egyptology at the dawn of the twenty-first century:
Proceedings of the Eight International Congress of Egyptologists, Cairo, 2000, eds. Zahi Hawass
and Lyla Pinch Brock, (Cairo and New York: The American University in Cairo Press, 2000),
171.
18

Whitney Davis, The Canonical Tradition in Ancient Egyptian Art, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 13-14.

9

the walls of the temple are similar in content to those found in earlier Egyptian temples.
For example, on the southern exterior wall of the temple, Cleopatra VII and Caesarion,
her son by Julius Caesar, are depicted making offerings to a procession of gods.19 As
already mentioned, the Roman Emperor Domitian is shown offering to Hathor and Horus
on the propylon, expressing the relationship between the king and the gods. The earliest
extant examples of scenes of this type are from the temple of Nebhepetre Montuhotep II
at Deir el-Bahari, dating to the eleventh dynasty of the Middle Kingdom (c. 2000 BCE).20
The two astronomical ceilings that include zodiacs, however, are new features of
the Ptolemaic Period.21 The earlier of these reliefs dates to the Late Ptolemaic Period
(first century BCE), and was originally located on the ceiling of the central room of the
East Osiris Chapel on the roof of the main temple (Figure 2). 22 It is now on display in
the Louvre (Figures 3 and 4).23 This relief depicts the circular vault of the heavens, with
figural constellations grouped within an ideal representation of the night sky, upheld by
the four goddesses of the cardinal directions. Within the relief, all twelve signs of the
Hellenistic zodiac appear along with several constellations of Egyptian origin. The
second astronomical ceiling is from the Roman Period, constructed during the reign of
Tiberius (14 CE – 37 CE). It is located in the outer hypostyle hall of the main temple,
19

É. Chassinat, Le Temple de Dendara, Vol. 1, (Cairo: Institute Français d’Archéologie
Orientale, 1934), Plate XVII.
20

See Dieter Arnold, Der Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep von Deir el-Bahari, Band II:
Die Wandreliefs des Sanktuares, (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1974), Plate 11. Although one
presumes these scenes are based on earlier antecedents, none has survived.
21

Ragnhild Bjerre Finnestad, “Temples of the Ptolemaic and Roman Periods: Ancient
Traditions in New Contexts,” in Temples of Ancient Egypt, ed. by Byron E. Shafer (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1997), 234.
22

Porter and Moss, Topographical Bibliography VI, 99.

23

The accession number of the relief is D 38.
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and remains in situ today.24 In this depiction, the night sky is divided into independent
vignettes that are interspersed between the columns of the hypostyle hall. Although the
form of the two reliefs is different, they both show the idealized night sky and convey the
religious beliefs of the ancient Egyptians that were associated with it.
While the inclusion of astronomical ceilings within the temple is a development
of the Ptolemaic Period, astronomical ceilings were depicted earlier but in mortuary
contexts. Some of the most famous examples of astronomical ceilings come from New
Kingdom tombs in Thebes, such as in the sarcophagus chamber of the tomb of Seti I (KV
17).25 Another astronomical ceiling is located in the Second Hypostyle Hall of the
Ramesseum, the mortuary temple of Ramesses II.26 Fragmentary blocks from the ceiling
of the Sanctuary of Osiris at Medinet Habu also depict an astronomical ceiling.27 Both
the Ramesseum and Ramesses III’s temple at Medinet Habu are mortuary temples, which
places these reliefs in a funerary context just like the ceiling from the sarcophagus
chamber of Seti I. Moreover, the association of the stars to a funerary context is recorded
as early as the Fifth Dynasty, as evidenced in the Pyramid Texts. For example, in
Utterance 148 from the pyramid of Unis, the deceased king speaks of the gods and the
stars, and in turn, he is equated with the “Imperishable Stars:”
“Atum, bring me up to you, encircle me inside your arms. There is
no star-god without his companion: I am your companion”
24

Porter and Moss, Topographical Bibliography VI, 49.

25

Erik Hornung, The Tomb of Pharaoh Seti I, Das Grab Sethos’ I, (Zürich and Munich:
Artemis, 1991), Plates 172-77, 200.
26

Epigraphic Survey, Medinet Habu, Vol. VI. The Temple Proper, Part II: The Re
Chapel, the Royal Mortuary Complex, and Adjacent Rooms with Miscellaneous Material from the
Pylons, the Forecourts and the First Hypostyle Hall, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press
1963), Plate 478.
27

Ibid., Plate 476.
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….
You shall become complete as every god:
your head as Horus of the Duat—an Imperishable Star;
your face as Eyes-Forward—an Imperishable Star;
your ears Atum’s twins—an Imperishable Star;
your eyes Atum’s twins—an Imperishable Star;
your nose as the Jackal—an Imperishable Star;
your teeth Sopdu—an Imperishable Star;
your arms Hapi and Duamutef—when you demand to go up to the
sky, you go up;
your legs Imseit and Qebehsenuef—when you demand to go down
to the undersky, you go down;
your limb Atum’s twins—an Imperishable Star.
You will not perish, your ka will not perish: you are ka.28
The utterance places much emphasis on the imperishable nature of the stars. Based on
the close connection between the king, gods, and the stars attested for in this utterance,
the inclusion of astronomical ceilings within a tomb is fitting. Although astronomical
ceilings were depicted in such a way that they could function as calendars, their presence
in tombs and mortuary temples suggests that a strong symbolic overtone should be read
when interpreting them.
Because astronomical ceilings had previously only appeared in funerary contexts,
the appearance of them in non-mortuary settings during the Ptolemaic Period, such as at
the Temple of Hathor at Dendera, suggests a change in the beliefs of the ancient
Egyptians. The conservativeness of Egyptian culture is expressed in their art, and
whereas innovations do occur, artistic and architectural conventions largely remained the
same. Temples are a good example of the traditionalism of Egyptian architecture, and the
symbolic function of the temple is the root of this orthodoxy. Not only is the temple a

28

Translation by James P. Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2005,) 31-32. Corresponds to Sethe’s PT 215, See Kurt Sethe, Die
Altaegyptischen Pyramidentexte I, (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’ Buchhandlung, 1908), 83-85.
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place for the habitation of the god, it also serves as a model of the cosmos.29 If the
cosmos does not change, and the temple is a representation of the cosmos, then it is
logical that the architecture of a temple should not change. Thus, the change in temple
decoration during the Ptolemaic Period, a change that continued through the Roman
Period, is indicative of a change in the symbolic nature of the temple and the nature of the
cosmos, and presumably also ideas regarding the nature of the cosmos.
Pertinent to the change in temple decoration is the change in royal burial practices
during the Ptolemaic Period. The rulers of the Ptolemaic and Roman Periods did not
follow traditional Egyptian burial practices, such as mummification. No evidence
survives that suggests that they built tombs in the same style as rulers of the Pharaonic
period. Similarly, no funerary texts have been found in royal contexts from this period.
No archaeological remains have been unearthed of Ptolemaic royal mortuary temples.
Therefore, based on this shift in burial practices, Ptolemaic and Roman Period rulers had
different beliefs regarding their own afterlives than pharaohs of the preceding periods.
This difference in belief could perhaps be the reason that astronomical ceilings are
included in temples during the Ptolemaic and Roman Period rather than in royal tombs or
mortuary temples—there were no royal tombs or mortuary temples in which to include
these motifs. When placed in a tomb, the astronomical ceiling was meant to associate the
deceased king with the stars, giving him eternal life along with the gods in the heavens.
The purpose would be similar in a mortuary temple. However, the presence of an
astronomical ceiling in a non-mortuary temple would not serve the same purpose as it
would have in a funerary context. In order to understand the symbolic meaning of the
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astronomical ceilings within the Temple of Hathor at Dendera as a whole, the
iconography of the two reliefs must be analyzed. The next two chapters will attempt to
present a concise explanation of the figures within each relief and the symbolic
importance of these figures.
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CHAPTER THREE
ICONOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS OF THE CIRCULAR CEILING FROM THE EAST
OSIRIS CHAPEL NO. 2
A product of Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt between 1798 and 1801, the
Description de l’Egypte attempted to record both the monuments of ancient Egypt and of
modern Egypt, and the natural history of the country. The Description consists of eleven
volumes of plates and ten volumes of texts, and stands as an invaluable resource for the
state of preservation of ancient Egyptian monuments at the turn of the nineteenth century.
In total, the Description has 837 copper-engravings and more than 3,000 illustrations.
Some of the monuments documented in these volumes have since been lost, such as the
large limestone temple at Antaeopolis that was destroyed by Nile floodwater in the
nineteenth century.1
Additionally, the Description is also credited as responsible for the “discovery” of
Egypt by the western world, giving birth to the modern discipline of Egyptology.2 This
new western interest in ancient Egypt led to the removal of antiquities, and the relocation
of them to various European collections. One such object was the famous “Zodiac of
Dendera,” an astronomical ceiling dating to the Late Ptolemaic Period. The roof chapel
in which this ceiling was originally located is now referred to as the East Osirian Chapel
number 2.3
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The zodiac was removed in 1820 by Jean Lelorrain, under the commission of
antiquities collector Sebastian Saulnier. The removal was politically motivated, as
Saulnier hoped that this ceiling would lessen the humiliation of the loss of the Rosetta
Stone to the British after Napoleon’s failed campaign.4 Like Henry Salt and Bernardino
Drovetti, Saulnier was a treasure hunter, and was not motivated by a desire to study the
ancient civilization of Egypt. Saulnier attempted to have the relief sawed and chiseled
free from the ceiling, but the slow pace of this method caused him to resort to the use of
explosives.5 Through the combined use of explosives and saws, the relief was separated
from the temple in twenty-two days.6 The relief attracted the interest of Louis XVIII, and
was bought in 1822 for 150,000 francs.7 From 1823, the ceiling was displayed in the
Bibliothèque Nationale.8 In January 1907, the Cabinet des Médailles de la Bibliothèque
Nationale gave the ceiling to the Louvre, where it remains on display to the present.9
The ceiling presents a complex representation of the night sky, showing
constellations, planets, and individual stars. Originally located on the ceiling of a chapel
dedicated to the resurrection of Osiris, the Dendera Zodiac in the Louvre is a bas-relief
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made of sandstone; it is 2.53 meters in length and 2.55 meters wide.10 The relief
represents the vault of the heavens, and the focus is a circular group of figures that
represents the circumpolar stars, the moon, constellations, and the decans. Although
often referred to as a zodiac, it is important that this object is not thought of in an
astrological sense. Egyptian astronomy was a practical science, used to establish a
calendar and determine hour lengths—it was not used as a horoscope, or for any type of
divination.
Egyptian astronomers, priests with the title imy-wnwt, did not have the technology
of the modern world, such as telescopes, and were only able to see what the naked eye
allowed.11 Celestial movement was apparent to the Egyptians, most noticeable in the
motion of the moon, less so in that of the planets, while the circumpolar stars appeared to
be immobile.12 This perceived movement is related to the distance of the object from the
earth, i.e. the closer a celestial body is to earth, the more discernible its travel. Thus, as
the closest body to earth, the moon and its orbit is the easiest to observe. Each month the
moon waxes and wanes, progressing through set phases from the new moon, where none
of the moon is visible, to the full moon, when the entirety of the moon is visible. This
process takes just less than thirty days, with the exact length of time ranging from 29.26
to 29.80 days in the last 6,000 years.13 The lunar phases were the basis for the twelve
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months of thirty days of the year of the Egyptians; however, this year would be altered
early in the third-millennium with the addition of 5 epagomenal days, making the civil
calendar 365 days long.14 The use of the lunar phases for the creation of a calendar
highlights the practical application of astronomy by the ancient Egyptians.
Although the observance of the moon was pragmatic for the creation of a
calendar, the moon also possessed a symbolic significance to the ancient Egyptians. The
sun and moon are the two most dominant celestial objects, and it is not surprising that
they can represent the two main deities of the Egyptian religion: the sun was inextricably
linked to the god Re, while the moon was connected to, among other deities, the god
Osiris. In addition to being connected to Osiris, the moon is also associated with the
wADt, the Eye of Horus.15 The moon is depicted near the center of the relief, easily
identifiable by its round shape and the wADt in the center. Through its association with
Osiris, the monthly cycle of the moon is seen as the death of the god and his resurrection,
with the new moon symbolic of death and decay, and the full moon denoting fertility and
maturity.16 In the relief, the moon is relatively small in comparison to the surrounding
figures that represent the constellations of stars. It is shown in the ring that depicts the
constellations of the zodiac, between Pisces and Aries. Its placement within this portion
of the relief is logical, for just as the zodiacs move through the sky throughout the year,
so does the moon.
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The ceiling is an idealized display of the night sky, and the identification of the
myriad of constellations shown is not always certain. Few of the figures are labeled,
which makes it difficult to understand what exactly is being shown. The organization of
the relief is not well structured, and although it seems to be a realistic depiction of the
night sky, certain constellations are in incorrect positions.17 Making the identification of
these constellations more difficult is the fact that the constellations represented at
Dendera are a combination of Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Greek traditions.18 In order
to best understand the arrangement of the constellations of the Dendera zodiac, the
figures can be divided into five slightly off-centered concentric circles (Figure 5). The
two innermost of these contain the circumpolar stars, stars that were always visible in the
night sky regardless of the time of year. At the center of these circles, a jackal stands
atop a hoe. Based on its central location within the relief, this constellation is identified
as Ursa Minor, which contains the star Polaris (the North Star).19 Jackals had several
symbolic associations in ancient Egypt, including connections to Anubis, Wepwawet, and
even Osiris.20 Because of the location of this ceiling within a chamber dedicated to the
resurrection of Osiris, it seems highly likely that this most central of figures is meant to
represent, or at least remind the viewer of, the god.
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The second circle also contains the northern, circumpolar stars and the
constellations that they compose. A large, female hippopotamus with the tail of a
crocodile on her head and trailing down her back, balancing her forelegs on a sharp
mooring post, and standing on her hind legs is one of the largest figures on the ceiling
(Figure 6). This northern constellation appears frequently in Egyptian depictions of the
night sky, including on the astronomical ceiling from the tomb of Senenmut (TT 353) and
in the tomb of Seti I (KV 17) (Figures 7 and 8).21 Although not labeled in this relief, in
the painted ceiling from TT 353 she is given the title ist DA-mwt, Isis Djamut. A large
constellation taking up much of the region surrounding the North Pole, she does not have
a direct corollary in the western tradition.22 At Dendera, located adjacent to the female
hippopotamus is the foreleg, msxtyw, which is shown as the foreleg of a bull with a small
recumbent animal lying on its underside. As early as the nineteenth century, beginning
with Le Page Renouf, this constellation had been identified as Ursa Major, or the “Big
Dipper” as it is known colloquially.23 Both the hippopotamus and the bull’s foreleg are
always included in depictions of northern constellations.24 Lull and Belmonte have
proposed that the msxtyw might best be identified as the foreleg of Seth, and the
hippopotamus as a manifestation of Isis.25 The connection between the hippopotamus
and the foreleg is explained in Papyrus Jumilhac, a Greco-Roman period papyrus now in
21
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the Louvre.26 The text of the papyrus contains the story of the Contendings of Horus and
Seth, in addition to several minor myths involving the interactions of gods. Of particular
interest regarding astronomical ceilings are columns XXVII 11-12, which tell of Seth’s
punishment: the xpS (“foreleg”) of Seth is cut off and placed in the northern sky, and is
held in place there by the rrt wrt so that he cannot join the great gods in the rest of the
sky. Vandier has translated rrt wrt as “La Grande Truie,” the great sow.27 However,
close examination of the hieroglyphs reveals the determinative of rrt to be a
hippopotamus with a crocodile tail hanging from its back and head, balancing its front
legs on a sharp post, and standing primarily on its back legs (Figure 9) rather than a pig.28
Based on the text of Papyrus Jumilhac, it seems that ist DA-mwt and rrt wrt represent the
same creature, and that Lull and Belmonte are correct in the assertion that the
hippopotamus and Isis are connected. Because these constellations are located in a region
of the skies where they would always be visible to the ancient Egyptian astronomer, the
foreleg of Seth would be permanently held in place by the hippopotamus, and not able to
join the rest of the gods who traverse the sky as stars.
Continuing counterclockwise from the foreleg is a puzzling group of three
animals: a falcon wearing the white crown, a baboon, and an unidentifiable animal with
some donkey-like features (Figure 10). It has been suggested by Lull and Belmonte that
the unidentified animal is a Sethian creature and suggests to them that this figure is meant
to be used as a guide for interpreting the surrounding constellations, especially in helping
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to identify msxtyw as the foreleg of Seth because of its close grouping to this animal.29
However, it might be more plausible that this group of animals is meant to represent three
of the four sons of Horus if they are associated with the next constellation (continuing in
a counterclockwise direction,) of a man holding a headless animal. 30 In that case these
four figures would represent: the human-headed Imsety, the jackal-headed Duamutef, the
baboon-headed Hapi, and the falcon-headed Qebehsenuef. If this is the case, the
ambiguous animal would then be read as a jackal, rather than a Sethian creature. Again,
the location of the relief in an Osirian chapel is key to the interpretation of the
symbolism. In Spells 761-762 from the Coffin Texts, the dead king as the dismembered
Osiris is put back together again by Isis.31 The different pieces of his body are identified
with different deities, four of which are the sons of Horus.32 Did the ancient Egyptians
intend to imply in the constellations depicted within this chapel the transfiguration of the
Osiris from broken and dead to whole again? The connection between the female
hippopotamus as Isis and msxtyw as Seth, and the proposed interpretation of the
constellations showing the falcon, the baboon, composite animal, and the man as the four
sons of Horus makes this interpretation plausible. While it is ambiguous which of these
interpretations was originally intended, perhaps the ancient Egyptians were not limited in
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their understanding of this ceiling to a singular meaning and instead saw several myths
represented simultaneously.33
Two more large figures are shown within the most central grouping of northern
constellations, and again because of the lack of text and the flexibility of Egyptian
iconography, establishing who or what is being shown is arduous. One of these figures is
a seated falcon-headed figure crowned with a sun-disc riding in a boat (Figure 11). The
iconography of this figure is consistent with depictions of the sun god Re-Horakhty.
However, as a representation of the night sky, it is surprising that the sun might be
shown—during this time the sun was progressing through the underworld and fighting his
nemesis Apophis, depictions of which are prevalent in the tombs of New Kingdom
pharaohs.34 Again, using figures located nearby as was done with the proposed four sons
of Horus in the previous discussion, another identification is possible. A goddess seated
within the horns of a cow is depicted to the right of this falcon-headed figure; it seems
probable that this goddess is meant to represent Hathor, as the cow is often used to
represent the goddess.35 The placement of Hathor next to a falcon-headed man suggests
that the god should be read as Horus, as Hathor of Dendera and Horus of Edfu were
consorts. Further strengthening this connection, the man is seated atop what appears to
be the hieroglyphic sign for Hwt; the name for Horus is Hr and the name for Hathor is
Hwt-Hr. Therefore, the falcon-headed man may be meant to represent Horus, rather than
the sun god Re-Horakhty.
33
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Moving outward from the innermost figures that represent the northern
constellations, the third circle contains the constellations that make up the traditional
Hellenistic zodiac with manifestations of the planets interspersed amongst them. For the
most part, the constellations of the zodiac are consistent with those still known today:
Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn,
Aquarius, and Pisces are all present and easily recognized. Even though they are easily
discernable to one familiar with the Hellenistic zodiac, there are decidedly Egyptian
elements present that represent a joining together of traditional beliefs. For example,
Aquarius, the water-bearer, has iconographical similarities to Hapy, the Egyptian god of
the inundation of the Nile River (Figure 12).36 Hapy is a symbol of the fecundity and the
fertility of the Nile, has close associations to water, and is shown as a male figure with
pendulous breasts and a large protruding stomach, wearing a loincloth (Figure 13).37
Like Hapy, Aquarius is intimately connected to water, is shown wearing a similar
loincloth, and has the same physical characteristics of pendulous breasts and a distending
stomach. Thus, as evident in the figure of Aquarius, the Dendera ceiling represents both
Egyptian and Greek beliefs simultaneously.
Another constellation of interest based on its representation in this relief is
Gemini (Figure 14). In Greek mythology, the Gemini are two sons of Zeus, Castor and
Pollux, but in this relief, the Gemini are shown as a male and female. This could be due
to the Egyptian desire for balance, a reflection of the creation of the gods in male and
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female pairs, such as Shu and Tefnut by the creator god Atum.38 Another explanation is
more secular in nature, and is related to the patronage of the temple by Cleopatra VII.
Cleopatra bore twins with Marc Antony, Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene, in the
year 40 BCE.39 The the twins’ second names mean “sun” (Helios) and “moon” (Selene).
If one can read these names as intentionally astronomically related, it suggests that
portraying the Gemini as male and female was a reference to the patroness of the temple
and her two children.40 In addition to the Hellenistic and Egyptian overlap, there are
parallels in Mesopotamian astronomy to the constellations represented here. Some of the
other, more unfamiliar figures present within this circle, i.e. those that do not have a
corollary in the Hellenistic zodiac, are only found in Egyptian and Mesopotamian
sources.41 In order to fully understand the ceiling, it would have been necessary to be
well versed in all three of these cultures’ astronomical traditions.
Also shown within the zodiac circle are the planets. The ancient Egyptians knew
of five planets besides Earth: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn.42 As a
portrayal of the ideal night sky, the presence of the planets is necessary. All five of these
planets are shown and are the only celestial bodies specifically named on the relief, thus
making their identification indisputable (Figures 15 – 19). Mercury was connected to
Seth, but the meaning of its name sbg is unknown. In the relief, Mercury is shown as a
male figure, carrying a wAs scepter. Mercury appears near msxtyw and Cancer. The
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nature of Venus as visible both in the morning and in the evening leads to its peculiar
representation at Dendera as a two headed man. Venus appears between Pisces and
Aquarius in the relief. Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn are all seen as manifestations of Horus,
and were known to the Egyptians as “Horus of the horizon,” “Horus who bounds the Two
Lands,” and “Horus, bull of the sky,” respectively. The depictions of these three planets
reflect their names; Mars and Jupiter are shown as falcon-headed men and Saturn as a
bull-headed man.43 These planets are also shown amongst the constellations of the
zodiac, with Mars above Capricorn, Jupiter between Gemini and Cancer, and Saturn
between Virgo and Libra. The position of these planets was crucial in the dating of the
relief by the astronomer and scientist E. Aubourg.44 Because of Mars’ placement in
Capricorn and Mercury next to Virgo, Aubourg was able to determine that the relief
shows the sky as it would have appeared between June and August, 50 BCE. This
precise date is possible because Mars and Mercury only appear in these positions about
once a millennium.45 Aubourg’s date corroborates the dating of the temple based upon
the appearance of cartouches of Ptolemy XII Auletes (80-58 BCE and 55-51 BCE) and
his daughter Cleopatra VII (51-30 BCE).
The fourth concentric circle of the Dendera ceiling shows stars of the southern
hemisphere that are not in the zodiac. Egypt’s position near the equator makes stars in
both the northern and southern hemisphere visible to the naked eye. Just as with the
constellations of the northern hemisphere, these constellations are more ambiguous than
those of the zodiac and do not all necessarily have a direct corollary found in
43
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constellations of today. Below Taurus is a man holding a wAs scepter; he is Sah, a
personification of the god Osiris, and corresponds to Orion (Figure 20).46 A large figure
of a recumbent cow, riding on a bark with a star between her horns is shown beneath
Gemini and Leo. The star between the horns is Sirius, the brightest star visible in the sky,
which is always within the constellation of Sopdet (Sothis).47 The depiction of Sopdet as
a cow reinforces the dedication of the temple to Hathor in her bovine form (Figure 21).
Also, since Sopdet is usually associated with Isis, the syncretism of these three goddesses
in the Greco-Roman Period is highlighted.48 A figure of a falcon wearing the doublecrown perched atop a wAD (a papyrus stalk) is seen between Sah and Sopdet (Figure 22).
Again, the importance of the placement of figures within the relief comes into play, both
in understanding the symbolic importance of a figure and in identifying the stars within
the group. The iconography of a falcon wearing the double crown immediately helps to
identify this constellation as one of the manifestations of Horus. Additionally, the
placement between Sah, a personification of Osiris, and Sopdet, who is connected to Isis,
makes it quite probable that this is Horus as the third member of a divine triad.49 The
final point that connects this constellation to Horus is the organization of actual stars
within the night sky. As already mentioned, the constellation Sah incorporates some of
the stars in the modern constellation of Orion, and Sopdet contains the star Sirius.
Located near to Orion and Sirius is the star Canopus, a star connected with Horus and
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kingship by the Egyptians.50 Although the placement within the relief is not completely
accurate (meaning that the placement of the stars and constellations on the ceiling is not
identical to the placement of the actual stars as they appear in the night sky), the
mythological associations amongst Sah, Sopdet, and Horus make their location near each
other necessary.
The outermost ring of the ceiling shows the thirty-six decans of Egyptian
astronomy. The sky is divided into 360 degrees, and each decan takes up 10 degrees of it.
Each decan rose just before the sun for ten days a year, making up the thirty-six ten-day
weeks of the Egyptian calendar.51 The first decan is placed below the star Sirius, which
is located within the horns of Sopdet, the recumbent cow. The remaining decans are in
procession behind him, walking in a counterclockwise direction.52 The decans are shown
as both human and animal (Figure 23). By including the decans around the outermost
edge of the sky, the practical nature of the use of stars in time-keeping by ancient
Egyptian astronomers is emphasized. However, a civil calendar, a calendar that was not
based on the movement of celestial bodies, was adopted in the early third millennium
BCE, essentially making the decans purposeless.53 Therefore, because the decans were
no longer used to mark the progression of the weeks, their inclusion on this ceiling must
have been symbolic. The symbolic nature of the decans will be addressed in the next
chapter.
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The encompassing circle of this relief, which includes all of the figures discussed
thus far in this chapter, represents the circular vault of the heavens. While not the only
astronomical ceiling known from Egypt, it is the only celestial depiction in a circular
form that is known, making it a unique and valuable document.54 Because of the almost
complete lack of text, except for the labeled planets, any interpretations of this relief
relies on the knowledge of the observer, in this case the priests who would have had a
thorough understanding of the astronomical beliefs of the period. For the modern
observer, the lack of text leaves much ambiguity, and thus the identification of each
figure is not completely clear. However, the preceding paragraphs present a concise
attempt at describing the most important figures in the relief.
Surrounding the circular relief are twelve figures. Four of these figures are
female, each of who represents a cardinal direction that is indicated by a hieroglyphic
inscription and each is oriented in the direction that she personifies. Each is depicted
standing, with her arms held above her head with the elbows bent at ninety degrees, face
and head shown in profile, wearing a broad collar and a thin, ankle-length sheath dress.
Next to each of these goddesses is an inscription, detailing the duty of the goddess. For
example, the goddess of the West says “I hold the sky on the top of my head, without
leaving my place each day, the horizon is my master, and it circles as Orion in his mother
Nut.”55 The eight other figures are kneeling, falcon-headed deities, who hold their arms
upwards in the same position as the goddesses. Cauville states that they represent
eternity, but does not elaborate on her interpretation.56 It seems plausible that Cauville
54
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interpreted these figure as representative of infinity and eternity due to the connection
between the pose of these figures and the traditional pose in which the god Heh is
depicted.57 Heh is the deity who represents “millions of years.”58 This portion of the
relief contains more text than the interior portions, with a band of text that encircles the
circular vault, and an inscription near each goddess that supports Cauville’s impression of
the relief as occurring within the context of a timeless dimension.59
Located to the right of the relief is a large figure of the sky goddess Nut. She is
shown with her arms and legs outstretched, reminiscent of the sky itself as it covers the
earth from horizon to horizon (Figure 24). This mode of depiction of Nut is familiar, and
is often found in funerary contexts with Nut extending her body over the deceased on the
interior of the coffin lid.60 Her protective nature is evident in the Pyramid Texts, the
earliest writing of Egyptian beliefs regarding the afterlife.61 Spells 1-6 from the pyramid
of Teti are recitations for entering the womb of Nut, emphasizing her role as mother of
the deceased. Of these, spell 5a accentuates the connection between Nut and the
deceased: “Recitation by Nut, the Elder Effective One: ‘Teti is my son, whom I caused
to be born and who parted my belly; he is the one I have desired and with whom I have
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become content.’”62 Because of this connection to mortuary beliefs, Nut is significantly
featured in mortuary contexts, and because of this it is not suspiring to find her as a
prominent figure within this Osirian chapel at Dendera.
Through a close examination of several of the elements that are included in the
circular astronomical ceiling in the Osiris chapel at Dendera, it becomes clear that it is an
idealized representation of the actual night sky, having both symbolic and practical
interpretations. The location of the relief within an Osiris chapel hints at a mortuary
context, supported by the location of astronomical ceilings in funerary contexts during
the New Kingdom, and the principle of rebirth and rejuvenation that is associated with
this god. Certain figures included within the relief, most importantly the large figure of
Nut, the rrt wrt and msxtyw, and the four sons of Horus further complement the funerary
nature of this room. Later, the connection between this relief and the Egyptian concept of
nHH will be explored, in hopes of making the mortuary aspect of this relief clear.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ICONOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS OF THE LINEAR ASTRONOMICAL CEILING
FROM THE OUTER HYPOSTYLE HALL
The linear nature of the zodiac from the hypostyle hall of the Hathor temple at
Dendera illustrates the use of the stars and other celestial objects as a means of timekeeping by ancient Egyptian astronomers. However, the symbolic nature of the relief
becomes apparent through a close study of the iconography. Unlike the circular
astronomical ceiling from the Osiris Chapel, the linear zodiac from the hypostyle hall
presents a simpler interpretation of the night sky (Figure 25). Although the content of
this relief includes, as does that of the circular zodiac, the twelve constellations of the
zodiac, the five planets, and the thirty-six decans, instead of showing the unified vault of
heaven in a single relief, the ceiling of the hypostyle hall is divided into six sections
separated by rows of columns. In each of these six sections, celestial objects appear as
figures in procession.1 The orderliness of the relief is more akin to Egyptian depictions of
the nightly journey of the sun through the dwAt, 2 narrated in New Kingdom Books of the
Underworld than to the naturalistic organization of the sky as seen in the ceiling of the
Osiris Chapel. This journey of the sun through the underworld is seen in tombs of New
Kingdom pharaohs, including the tomb of Tuthmosis III (KV 34) and that of Ramesses
IV (KV2) in the Valley of the Kings.3
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The astronomical ceiling of the outer hypostyle hall is carved in bas-relief, and
dates to the reign of the Roman Emperor Tiberius (14 – 37 CE). Due to the location of
the temple near the lower reach of the Qena Bend of the Nile River, the axis of the temple
is oriented north-south and therefore the entrance to the temple faces toward the river.
Thus, the center aisle of the hypostyle hall divides the room into an east half and a west
half. The relief is well balanced, with each band of decoration on the east side having a
corresponding vignette on the western half. Originally the ceiling was painted with vivid
colors, helping to delineate the figures from the background. Only some of the original
paint survives, and the vivid blue of the background is the best preserved.
Above the center aisle, the ceiling is decorated with a row of alternating
representations of Nekhbet and Wadjet, the goddesses of Upper and Lower Egypt (Figure
26). They are shown in conventional forms: Nekhbet as a vulture with outstretched
wings and Wadjet as a winged sun-disc with flanking uraei around the disc itself. While
Wadjet is often shown simply as a cobra, it is in her form as the uraeus that the goddess is
shown here.4 Images of the goddesses appear a total of twenty-one times, Nekhbet being
shown eleven times and Wadjet ten. Each goddess is portrayed wearing a crown. One
would expect that Nekhbet would have been wearing the White Crown of Upper Egypt,
and that Wadjet would wear the Red Crown of Lower Egypt; however, this is not the
case. Every Nekhbet wears the Atf-crown, the chief crown worn by Osiris that marks his
position as ruler of the underworld.5 Of the ten Wadjets, two wear the traditional red
crown, and the other eight wear a red crown augmented with twisted ram’s horns. The
4
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two wearing the red crown are the tenth and twelfth figures shown when counting from
the north entrance. Both the red crown and the ram’s horns are symbols of rebirth and
creation, ideas necessary for the ideal Egyptian afterlife.6 Whereas the ram is often
identified with Amun and Khnum, from the Ramesside Period onward it becomes a
symbol of the god Atum.7 Atum was the creator god par excellence, and is also
identified with the sun.8 Thus, all of the crowns worn by these two goddesses have
connections to death and rebirth, which would complement astronomical motifs that have
been documented in funerary contexts such as the tomb of Seti I. The inclusion of
iconographical elements symbolic of rebirth follows the precedent set by these models.
To either side of the central frieze, the goddess Nut is depicted in profile, arched
protectively over a collection of astronomical figures. As the sky goddess responsible for
giving birth to the sun each morning and swallowing it each night the eastern and western
representations of the goddess are nearly identical.9 A winged disc is shown near the
mouth of Nut in both depictions of the goddess, showing her role in the cycle of the sun.
In the eastern depiction however, the morning sun as the scarab beetle with wings spread
is shown near the bottom of the hem of the sheath dress of the goddess, to reference the
birth of the sun as it rises in the east.
According to Egyptian beliefs, inside Nut’s body are the waters of Nun, the
primordial waters from which creation emerged, and through which the sun must travel

6

For the Red Crown see Goebs, Crowns in Egyptian Funerary Literature, 173.

7

Karol Myśliwiec, Studien zum Gott Atum, Band I, (Hildesheim: Gerstenberg Verlag,
1978), 39.
8

James P. Allen, Genesis in Egypt, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 10.

9

O. Neugebauer and Richard A. Parker, Egyptian Astronomical Texts III, 2. Decans,
Planets, Constellations and Zodiacs, (Providence: Brown University Press, 1969), Plate 42.

34

each night in order to be reborn again the next day.10 This belief is documented in
funerary texts, with mentions of the concept in the Pyramid Texts and the Coffin Texts.11
The New Kingdom Book of the Underworld, the Amduat, describes the journey of the
sun through these waters.12 In the linear relief at Dendera, the body of Nut is shown
covered with undulating lines, reminiscent of the hieroglyph for water, conveying the
continuous rippling of these primeval waters of creation. As stated in the previous
chapter, Nut is a pre-eminent figure related to mortuary beliefs, as evidenced in the
Pyramid Texts and in funerary iconography. In addition to her role as mother of the
deceased, she is also the mother of the sun—thereby she is responsible for both the
rebirth of the individual and of the sun, inextricably linking her to the Egyptian belief of
the cycle of death and rebirth. Nut’s role in giving birth to the sun each day can be used
to connect this relief to mortuary beliefs.
Because of the symmetrical design of the ceiling, both the easternmost and
westernmost vignettes show the decans (Figure 27). As previously mentioned, the
original purpose of the decans was to mark each of the thirty-six weeks of the Egyptian
lunar calendar, but by the Greco-Roman Period they had acquired symbolic significance.
Just as the sun rises and sets each day, and the moon waxes and wanes each month, the
decans cyclically rise and set. Symbolically, the setting of these stars is viewed as their
death and the rising as their rebirth, an idea intrinsically connected to the cycle of life,
death, and the rebirth of mortals. On the hypostyle hall ceiling, the decans are depicted as
10
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standing and seated figures, some are human-headed, some are animal-headed, and many
wear crowns. In this relief, stars and hieroglyphic texts label each decan. The procession
of the eastern decans travels northward, while the western decans face southward.13
Nineteen barques are portrayed in each of the two bands, making a total of thirty-eight
boats. All nineteen barques in the eastern band contain decans. The last two barques on
the western band do not carry decans, and instead show the sun in the penultimate
barque, and in the last barque are Ihy, Hathor and Isis.14
The life cycle of a decan is exemplified by the iconography of the crowns worn
by Decan 31 from the “Naos of the Decades.” 15 Goebs uses this example to describe the
cyclical nature of these stars.16 First, the figure representative of the decan is shown as a
bird wearing a stellar disc, then upon reaching its highpoint (aHa) it wears Swty feathers.
Once it begins its descent, the decan is portrayed as a ram wearing the Atf-crown, which
Goebs notes is a reference to the west and the realm of the dead. Finally, once the star
sets below the horizon, it is shown mummified on a bier.17 Thus, because each decan
performed in the same manner, the path of each decan by itself is representative of the
sequential life stages of a person.
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Moving inward from the bands of decans, the next register within this vignette
shows the constellations of the zodiac. They are evenly divided between the western and
eastern halves of the ceiling with six figures being shown on each side, maintaining the
balance of the relief. As in the circular example, all twelve constellations of the
traditional Hellenistic zodiac are represented, and most are easily recognizable. The
eastern half shows Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, and Capricorn (Figures 2831); the western half shows Aquarius, Pisces, Aries, Taurus, Gemini, and Cancer (Figures
32-35).
Egyptian influence is noticeable in some of the figures and, as in the earlier
zodiac from Dendera; one of the most obvious constellations affected is Gemini (Figure
36). In the Hellenistic tradition the Gemini are both male. However, in this relief the
twins are male and female. This maintains Egyptian ideals of balance and symmetry.
The twins face each other and are extending a hand toward the other; the male figure is
on the northern side of the group and is represented as a man wearing a single feather on
his head and the female has the head of a lion, and is wearing a sun-disc with a uraeus.
The iconography of these figures unmistakably identifies them as Shu and Tefnut.18 The
designation of the Gemini as Shu and Tefnut in this relief could possibly explain their
representation as male and female in the circular zodiac. However, the Gemini from the
circular zodiac lack iconographical elements that would identify them as Shu and Tefnut,
and cannot be as unambiguously identified as these deities.
Another constellation with overt Egyptian influence is on that I have identified as
Cancer. (Figure 37). The depiction of Cancer in this relief however is so unlike the
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traditional Hellenistic crab that Cauville overlooked this constellation.19 Nevertheless, the
creature occupies a position in the zodiac directly after Gemini and before Leo, appearing
on the western half of the ceiling, overlapping Nut near the bottom of her sheath dress.
The creature has characteristics more similar to that of a scarab beetle than of a crab: its
body is circular, and has an indentation along the middle of the back, where the thorax of
a beetle comes together to conceal the insect’s wings. The presence of a clypeus, a head,
a prothorax, and an elytra, also make this creature appear more like a scarab than like a
crab.20 If this creature is indeed meant to represent Cancer then, within the same relief,
not only are distinctly Egyptian and Hellenistic astronomical representations portrayed,
but Hellenistic ideas are also depicted in a fully Egyptian manner. Whether this is a
misunderstanding on the part of the Egyptians or a purposeful attempt to Egyptianize a
foreign concept is unclear.
Interspersed among the constellations of the zodiac are figures representing
Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, and the Egyptian constellations. The five
planets are shown as either fully human figures, or as animal-headed human figures, as
they are in the circular astronomical ceiling from Dendera. All five planets are shown
twice, once during the hours of the day and once during the hours of the night. In the
eastern zodiacal frieze, the planets are shown during the hours of the night, based on the
constellations of the zodiac in which they appear.21 This position is referred to as being
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in their “night house.”22 Jupiter is shown as a falcon-headed man, wearing the Atf-crown
with two uraei and appearing between Aries and Pisces .23 Saturn is a bull-headed god,
holding a wAs scepter and an anx, shown at the northern end of the frieze.24 Mars is
shown as a falcon-headed god between Aquarius and Pisces.25 Mercury is located
between Taurus and Gemini, and is shown as a frog-headed god carrying a wAs scepter.26
Venus appears as a standing two-headed god, with a human head wearing the red crown
and a falcon head wearing the white crown, holding a wAs scepter and an anx.27 This
figure is located between Aries and Taurus. In the western zodiacal frieze, the planets are
in their “day houses,” i.e. their positions during the day. All appear as falcon-headed
deities, except for Mercury, who is shown as a frog-headed god.28 Jupiter is in
Sagittarius, Saturn near Capricorn, Mars in Scorpio, Venus between Scorpio and Libra,
and Mercury to the north of Libra.29
Several of the Egyptian constellations described in the circular relief are also
included in this linear representation of the heavens. A steadfast figure in the Egyptian
sky, rrt wrt, a standing female hippopotamus, wearing the tail of a crocodile down her
back, is prominent in the western frieze, between Capricorn and Sagittarius. As is typical
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for her representation, she is holding a rope connected to the foreleg (msxtyw) of a bull.30
Unlike in the circular relief, the entire bull is illustrated, not just the foreleg. However, a
Sethian connection is implied because of the addition of a standing, falcon-headed figure
harpooning the bull. A well-versed observer would be able to make the connection
between rrt wrt as Isis holding the foreleg of Seth and Horus harpooning a Sethian
creature. The identification of the foreleg of this bull as a symbol of Seth would also be
made. I propose that the standing figure recalls the act of Horus harpooning a
hippopotamus in The Contendings of Horus and Seth, a text dating to the 20th dynasty. 31
In this tale, Horus and Seth are engaged in combat over the inheritance of the throne from
the deceased Osiris, the brother of Seth and the father of Horus. In one of their battles,
Seth transforms himself into a hippopotamus and is harpooned by Horus.32 Also present
in this frieze is the jackal standing atop a hoe, which correlates to Polaris and Ursa Major.
All three of these constellations are among the circumpolar stars, the stars that surround
the North Pole and are visible throughout year.
In the eastern zodiacal frieze, constellations from both the northern and southern
hemisphere are shown. Discussed at length in the previous chapter, they include: the
amalgamated falcon-baboon-unidentifiable creature, the man with a headless animal, Sah,
Sopdet, and Horus atop a wAD. These constellations appear in the Egyptian style, and it
appears that no attempt was made to Hellenize them in any way as was done in the
astronomical ceiling of the Osiris chapel.
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The remaining vignettes of the east will be discussed first followed by those of the
west. The first frieze located to the east of the band of the eastern zodiac shows the
twelve hours of the day traveling across the sky in barques.33 On these barques, figures
sit under a canopy, and each barque is surrounded by a procession of figures. Almost all
of the figures in this band are facing northward. Four figures with baboon-like features
located just before the third barque are facing toward the south, and have their hands
raised in a gesture of praise. Also in the fourth boat, two gods are shown facing one
another. The first god is shown as a standing man, wearing a sun-disc crown and holding
the wAs scepter and the second is the ibis-headed god Thoth, who is wearing an Atf crown
with ram’s horns. Also, the decans are repeated in this band. The decans shown in this
portion of the relief are the same as those shown in the eastern zodiacal band. Because
most of the figures are facing in the same direction, a feeling of movement is conveyed
by this relief. The nature of the relief demonstrates the ability of the ancient Egyptians to
use the stars and the cycle of the sun for time-keeping. But, the cyclical nature of the
sun and the stars as representative of the cycle of death and rebirth I propose is the
intended symbolic message of the relief.
Moving inward from this vignette, the next shows the voyage of the sun in twelve
barques (Figure 38). Standing in front of the prow of each of these barques is a male
figure wearing the sun-disc atop his head, with his feet pointing towards the north with
his torso twisted towards the south, with his hands raised in praise. Each barque has
several figures riding in it. At the prow of each barque there is an altar, and each altar
supports a different figure. For example, on the altar on the first barque is a standing,
mummiform figure while atop the last is a seated baboon. The sun itself appears in
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several forms: a standing god, a falcon-headed god wearing the sun-disc, and a ram
inside the solar disc, to name a few. This vignette is divided into three parts: the central
part, which was just described, shows the journey of the sun, while the surrounding bands
depict rows of gods meant to protect the sun during its journey across the sky.34
On the western side of the ceiling, the two remaining vignettes serve as
counterpoints to the twelve hours of the day and the journey of the sun. The relief
located next to the western zodiacal frieze shows the twelve hours of the night and the
western decans. Within this band, the moon is shown as a disc with a wDAt eye in the
center, traveling in a barque. The inclusion of the moon situates this portion of the relief
indisputably during the night. Again, the decans are shown as standing figures, both
human-headed and animal-headed, and are marked by stars. The hours of the night are
not shown in barques, and instead this band contains standing figures and figures seated
atop Hwt, “temple,” hieroglyphs and recumbent figures on altars. The figures included in
this relief are reminiscent of the demons that the sun must face during its travel in the
underworld.35
The last vignette to be discussed shows the cycle of the moon (Figure 39). In this
relief, the moon is shown in three phases: waning, waxing, and full. By including the
phases of the moon, the sequential phases of human life are recalled. The waxing moon
is surrounded by 14 lunar characters, who represent the 14 days of the lunar cycle from
new moon to full moon. At the center of this span, the waning moon is placed on a
column accompanied by the fourteen gods, standing on the steps of a staircase that faces
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north. The staircase represents the upward journey of the moon in the sky, as it waxes
towards full. Finally, the full moon, represented as a lunar disc containing a wDAt eye,
and enthroned in a boat, reaches its apogee on the fifteenth day.36 As already mentioned,
the cycle of the moon was linked with Osiris—the monthly cycle of the moon is seen as
the death and resurrection of the god. Therefore, this individual vignette of the cycle of
the moon emphasizes the ancient Egyptian belief in the cycle of death and rebirth as it
applies to humankind.
Through a close study of the iconography of the astronomical ceiling of the outer
hypostyle hall in the Temple of Hathor at Dendera, each of the elements of the relief has
been shown to exhibit a cyclical nature. The decans, the sun, and the moon, were all
interpreted as symbolic of the birth, death, and rebirth experienced by Osiris, and by
humanity as a whole. Additionally, Nut, the sky goddess in her role in the solar cycle,
and astronomical ceilings in general had connections to ancient Egyptian mortuary
beliefs, further connecting this ceiling with funerary beliefs. Because the cycle of death
and resurrection is a main tenet of Egyptian mortuary beliefs, and the elements of this
relief have cyclical, mortuary connections, this relief should be interpreted as funerary in
nature. This interpretation of the astronomical ceilings as funerary does not mean that the
overall purpose of the Temple of Hathor at Dendera was a funerary temple. The temple
itself has a cosmological meaning and the architecture and decoration function together to
present the ideal cosmos. 37 Therefore, because the temple was seen as a model of the
cosmos and because the human life cycle, death, and rebirth were integral aspects of the
cosmos, the inclusion of these reliefs in the temple complements the idea of the temple as
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the cosmos. In order to better support the proposal that this ceiling and the ceiling from
the Osiris Chapel should be read as funerary in nature, the connection between these
reliefs and the Egyptian concepts of nHH and Dt will be studied in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE EGYPTIAN CONCEPTS OF TIME AND THEIR REPRESENTATIONS IN ART
The propensity of ancient Egyptian thought toward dualism as evidenced in art,
literature, and mythology is well accepted, so it should not come as a surprise that the
Egyptians had a dualistic view of time as well that distinguishes it from the concept as it
is thought of by Western cultures today.1 Two words for time were used by the ancient
Egyptians nHH and Dt and both are translated as “Ewigkeit,” eternity.2 Both nHH and Dt
appear in the Pyramid Texts from the Fifth Dynasty pyramid of Unis. In the well-known
“Cannibal Hymn,” Utterances 273-274, the two terms appear in conjunction to describe
the deceased king as being like the gods. 3 NHH is used to describe the lifetime of the king,
and Dt his limit (Dr.f), i.e. the end of his life.4 Taking these two terms as evocative of
eternity, the spell implies that the dead king, like the gods, is not bound by the constraints
of time and he will exist eternally.5 This early usage of the two terms together emphasizes
their near synonymous meanings and their explicit religious connections. A brief review
of nHH and Dt is useful for a better understanding of the proposed symbolic significance
of the astronomical ceilings from Dendera.
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Much of our understanding of the meaning of nHH and Dt comes from textual
evidence. The definitions of the terms are based on their uses in texts. Texts associate
nHH with the day and Re and conversely Dt with night and Osiris.6 However, no ancient
Egyptian text discusses the conceptual differences between the terms.7 This and the near
synonymous uses of the terms in texts, has provoked scholarly debate over the definitions
of nHH and Dt.8 The scholarship of Sir Alan Gardiner, Eberhard Otto, Siegfried Morenz,
Jan Assman, and Patricia A. Bochi is critical to the understanding of the ancient Egyptian
concepts of time.9
In a study of hymns to Amun, Gardiner perceived a slight difference in the two
terms. He proposes that while nHH and Dt are usually synonymous, when following
cartouches Dt r nHH should not be translated as “for ever and ever,” but rather with Dt
meaning “eternity past” and nHH as “eternity present.”10 However, it seems unreasonable
to need to delineate the difference between eternity in the past versus eternity in the
present, if eternity itself is infinite.11 Unlike time, which clearly distinguishes that which
6
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was, that which is, and that which will be, eternity does not have any directionality.12
Therefore, Gardiner’s statement regarding an eternity past and an eternity present
opposes the idea of eternity itself.
Gardiner’s definitions of nHH and Dt are unsatisfactory because the terms are
defined in a chronological manner, not because he viewed them as two distinct terms
related to the concept of eternity. Scholars have tended to think of nHH and Dt as a pair of
mutually exclusive terms, opposite yet interconnected to one another. This type of
interpretation further emphasizes the dualism of thought present in ancient Egypt.
Instead of attempting a strict definition of the terms, Eberhard Otto lists the
qualities he identifies in nHH and Dt.13 He proposes several distinctions between the two
terms, and his descriptions of nHH as “die unaufhörliche Wiederkehr des Gleichen,” “the
perpetual reoccurrence of the same,” and Dt as “das Unveränderliche,” “the unchanging,”
do not have the same chronological connotations as Gardiner’s definitions.14 The
constant repetition of an event was a familiar phenomenon to the ancient Egyptians, seen
each year in the flooding of the Nile River, an occurrence that fertilized the land and
made agriculture possible. The yearly flood and the subsequent growth of crops were
used by the ancient Egyptians to mark the passage of time.15 Eternity as Dt, “das
Unveränderliche,” is evident in the monumental stone architecture, statuary, and grave
goods—objects intended to remain the same forever—and in the desire to perpetuate a
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memory of a human life. A monument was meant to act as a reminder of an event, and
the players involved in it, forever remaining unchanged.16 The linear nature of human
life, with a sequential, linear course of events, referred to as the cursus honorum by
Morenz, is embodied by Dt.17 Even the mummy, a human body that ideally would not
suffer decay or change, is symbolic of this aspect of eternity.18 In this sense, eternity does
not repeat itself, but continues linearly forever.19 Both aspects of time can be seen on
coffin decoration, depending on the order in which the scenes are read.20 While nHH and
Dt are both terms used for “eternity,” these abstract ideas are best understand as cyclical
eternity and linear eternity, respectively.
The two different aspects of eternity can be seen in the art of the ancient
Egyptians. While it is difficult to represent the passage of time in two-dimensional art,
the practice of representing abstract ideas was not uncommon. New Kingdom Books of
the Underworld in which the hours of the night are separated into twelve parts, often
depict time as a long serpent or a long cord twisted over itself and often held by twelve
demons of the underworld (Figures 40-41).21 Each figure represents one of the twelve
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hours of night. Both the twisted snake and cord act as means of counting hours. Time
depicted in this way is reduced to simplistic, iconographical elements, and these are nonnarrative images.22 The conceptual nature of these motifs complements the abstract
notion of time itself. The linear character of Dt and the cyclical nature of nHH are implied
in the linear shape of the snake or cord and in the twisted nature of the object,
respectively.23
While the ancient Egyptians often used a snake or cord to represent time, more
symbolic representations of time were also employed. The metaphorical imagery of the
seasons represented time. Personifications of the seasons, flora and fauna, and scenes of
agriculture appear as early as the Fifth Dynasty, in the Weltkammer of the sun temple of
Niuserre at Abu Gurob (Figure 42).24 In reading these scenes, and when reading
Egyptian art in general, the conceptual nature of these scenes must be remembered and
no narrative should be implied.25 By including these scenes in juxtaposition to one
another, the repetition of the seasons, literally of nature itself, accentuates the cyclical
nature of time as manifested in nHH.26 Scenes of this type continue into the New
Kingdom, as seen in the Nineteenth Dynasty tomb of Sennedjem (TT1).27 While the
cyclical nature of the events depicted in these scenes evokes nHH, the fact that these
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scenes occurred within the context of the deceased’s life on earth, which was a linear
event, suggests Dt.28 Therefore, the abstract qualities of time are represented
metaphorically by natural phenomena.
The divine associations of nHH and Dt are pertinent to this discussion, an aspect
that emphasized the connection between the life cycle and time. Because the concepts of
both eternities are interconnected with the rejuvenation of the dead, it is significant that
these motifs representing time occurred in mortuary contexts, either in tombs or in Books
of the Underworld. As already stated, nHH was associated with day and the sun god Re,
while Dt was connected with night and Osiris. Both Re and Osiris have implicit
mortuary connections: Re as the sun through his everyday cycle of rising, setting, and
defeating Apophis (symbolic of death) in the underworld and Osiris in his triumph over
death through the reassembly of his body by Isis. Together, the gods Re and Osiris unite
to form Re-Osiris, representative of both death and rebirth.29 Thus, through its relation
with Re and Osiris, time has an inherent mortuary element and the inclusion of abstract
motifs meant to represent the passage of time, as nHH and Dt, are highly appropriate as
funerary motifs.
While the original function of the astronomical ceiling was as a lunar calendar,
which certainly relates this motif to time, its continued appearance after the abandonment
of the lunar calendar implies that a symbolic meaning had become associated with the
astronomical ceiling. Additionally, the placement of these ceilings in tombs and
ultimately temples alludes to its importance. As with the association between the seasons
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and time, I propose that there is a connection between astronomical ceilings and nHH and
Dt.
As described in the previous chapters, the concepts of eternity as expressed by the
two astronomical ceilings from Dendera are replete with personifications of astronomical
bodies: the sky goddess Nut, the thirty-six decans, the five planets, the twelve
constellations of the Hellenistic zodiac, discrete Egyptian constellations, and the moon.
Each of these elements can be interpreted in conjunction with ancient Egyptian mortuary
beliefs. The cycle of life and death is epitomized by nHH and Dt, with the earthly
existence of men connected to linear Dt and the afterlife related to cyclical nHH.
Nut’s connection to mortuary beliefs is present in her role in the cycle of the sun.
Her extended body envelops each of the ceilings in a protective gesture. In Egyptian
mythology, she is the mother of the sun, responsible for its birth each morning; in turn,
because of the connection between the deceased and the sun, Nut is the mother of all
deceased mortals. This role of Nut as the goddess responsible for the rebirth of the sun
and of mankind is perpetual. The mortuary element of Nut, in her role in the sun cycle,
connects to the cyclical nature of nHH.
The decans have symbolic significance relating to the life cycle of humans. Each
decan follows a regular, prescribed schedule of events, beginning as a rising star,
reaching its apex, and finally descending below the horizon. This sequence is
comparable to the human life cycle beginning with birth, then adolescence, advancing to
adulthood, and finally death. Therefore, because the course of human life correlates with
Dt, the decans are associated with Dt. Additionally, because each decan rose yearly, it is
also connected to the idea of nHH as cyclical time. Thus, both Dt and nHH are symbolized
by the decans of these astronomical ceilings. Similar to the decans, the five planets and
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the non-circumpolar stars and constellations, including those of the zodiac, progressed
through phases across the night sky, and their cycle of rising and setting is related to nHH
and Dt.
Unlike most constellations of the night sky, the circumpolar stars that compose
the northern constellations never set below the horizon. These constellations were
always visible, including the jackal atop the hoe, rrt wrt, and msxtyw. Because these
constellations were always visible, and remained in the same position, unchanging
throughout the year, a connection to Dt can be made. Further strengthening the
connection between these constellations and Dt are the relation of them with the god
Osiris: the jackal because of the symbolic association between this animal and the god,
and rrt wrt as Isis the consort of Osiris. As previously stated, Osiris is the pre-eminent
god associated with the concept of Dt, and although the relationship between these
constellations and Osiris is conjectural, it seems too strong a point to be a mere
coincidence.
Although only shown in the ceiling from the outer hypostyle hall, the cycle of the
moon further enhances the connection between the astronomical ceiling and time. The
lunar cycle is portrayed by fourteen figures, who represent the fourteen days of the cycle
from new moon to full moon. Besides his connection to Dt, Osiris is also associated with
the moon; the monthly cycle of the moon was interpreted as the death and resurrection of
Osiris. Because the phases of the moon can be compared to the human life cycle, like the
decans, the relationship between the moon and Dt is supported. Also like the decans, the
cyclical nature of the phases of the moon relate to nHH.
While the individual figures of the reliefs evoke nHH and Dt, the shapes of the
reliefs themselves evoke time, like the snake and cord from New Kingdom tombs. The
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circular shape of the astronomical ceiling from the Osiris Chapel is evocative of nHH.
The circle is never ending, having no beginning and no end, and is the perfect geometric
model to display the cyclical nuance of time. This aspect of eternity is symbolized by the
ouroboros, a mythological serpent that bites its own tail (Figure 43).30 Thus the circular,
never-ending shape of the ouroboros as a symbol of nHH is also evoked by the shape of
the astronomical ceiling of the Osiris Chapel.
In addition to the shape, the placement of the figures emphasizes nHH; the decans
are shown in a counter-clockwise procession, with their left legs extended forward. This
pose implies the potential for movement, the kinetic energy that these figures possess.31
By showcasing the decans in such a way, the allusion to their forward movement around
the circular relief implies nHH, because their movement will repeat forever around the
perimeter of the circle. In contrast with the Osiris Chapel ceiling, the ceiling of the outer
hypostyle hall is rectilinear. The linearity of this relief complements eternity as
epitomized in Dt. Again, the figures are in a procession, on foot and in barques.
However, because of the shape of the relief, if the figures were in motion, they would
travel in a straight line forever, reinforcing the idea of Dt.
One final aspect of these reliefs can be interpreted in terms of eternity, and that is
the monuments themselves. As previously mentioned, the basic purpose of a monument
was to record a specific occurrence forever. In ancient Egypt, this often meant to literally
carve in stone. In doing so, the event would (ideally) remain forever and unchanged.
Therefore, not only do the figures in the reliefs and the shape of the reliefs have
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implications of nHH and Dt, the astronomical ceilings as monuments express Dt as linear
eternity.
Representations of the ideas of nHH and Dt are not relegated to the astronomical
ceilings in Dendera, and extend to the cultic activities that occurred there. For example,
both the Sacred Marriage festival and the New Year’s festival (mentioned in chapter II),
have cyclical and linear aspects.32 These festivals took place annually, and thus were
repeated yearly in a cyclical nature (nHH.) However, each individual occurrence of the
festival had a definite progression of events from beginning to end; this connects the
festival with linear time as expressed by Dt. Additionally, the original location of the
astronomical ceiling from the East Osiris Chapel on the roof connects this relief with the
New Year’s festival, cyclical in and of itself, in which the cult statue of Hathor was
brought from the inner sanctuary to a chapel on the roof for rebirth and rejuvenation with
the assistance of the sun. Because the roof was an important place for cultic activities at
the Temple of Hathor at Dendera, the inclusion of an astronomical ceiling in a roof
chapel shows the importance of this relief. The connection between the roof and the
yearly rebirth of the goddess, which is evocative of nHH, is dependent on the sun and its
cyclical nature. Thus, the placement of this astronomical ceiling on the roof points to the
connection between astronomical ceilings and the cyclical phenomenon of astronomical
bodies, and emphasizes the idea of nHH.
After close examination, it seems that the astronomical ceilings from Dendera act
as abstract representations of nHH and Dt, ancient Egyptian abstract ideas about time and
eternity. The ceiling from the Osiris chapel correlates with nHH as cyclical infinity, and
the ceiling from the outer hypostyle hall connects with Dt, linear infinity. Additionally,
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nearly all of the figures within the relief can be interpreted in terms of nHH, Dt, or both.
While it is challenging to represent these abstract ideals, the practice was not uncommon
in ancient Egyptian art. The astronomical ceilings should be placed within the same
genre as that of the snake or the cord, or the Weltkammer, familiar objects or phenomena
used in order to make complex ideas about eternity understandable to the human mind.
Further supporting the interpretation of the ceilings as nHH and Dt is the original
locations of the astronomical ceiling in mortuary contexts, such as in the tombs of
Senenmut and Seti I. Like the snake, the cord, and the Weltkammer, which were all used
in funerary contexts as representative of nHH and Dt, the astronomical ceiling was
originally found in this context. If these ceilings are interpreted as nHH and Dt, the
inclusion in tombs is logical because the ancient Egyptian beliefs regarding life on earth
and the afterlife are interconnected with nHH and Dt, with the former being the cyclical
rebirth of a being and the latter being the sequential life on earth. The astronomical
ceilings at Dendera are not found in mortuary context, but rather in a divine temple.
However, both the tomb and the divine temple served as a dwelling place for a particular
inhabitant and in turn as a model of the cosmos.33 Since the Temple of Hathor at
Dendera served the same basic function as that of a tomb—the eternal dwelling of a
divine being—the decoration of these monuments can be interpreted in a similar fashion.
Therefore, all astronomical ceilings from ancient Egypt, including those from New
Kingdom mortuary contexts or those from temple contexts such as those from the temple
of Hathor at Dendera, can potentially be read as symbolic representations of nHH and Dt.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSIONS
As an expression of religious beliefs, the art of the ancient Egyptians represents a
multitude of ideas in a concise manner. Like to much of Egyptian thought, it is difficult
to assign a singular symbolic interpretation to the astronomical ceiling motif. The
astronomical ceiling appears in New Kingdom tombs and royal mortuary temples, but the
concept linking the deceased with the stars dates back to the Fifth Dynasty, as seen in the
Pyramid Texts of Unis. However, astronomical ceilings begin to appear in non-mortuary
temples during the Ptolemaic Period, and this practice continues into the Roman Period.
If the astronomical ceiling is only interpreted as being necessary for the ascension of the
deceased to the stars and the attainment of eternal life, then its placement inside nonmortuary temples during the Greco-Roman Period, such as the Temple of Hathor at
Dendera, is illogical. In order to explain the placement of astronomical ceilings in both
mortuary and non-mortuary contexts, the purpose of these reliefs must be interpreted in a
different way. Thus, I have proposed that the astronomical ceilings from Dendera should
be seen as artistic representations of nHH and Dt, cyclical time and linear time,
respectively. My proposed interpretation seems to have worked here, but the idea itself
could benefit from being applied and tested in other Greco-Roman period monuments.1
The figures within the reliefs are personifications of astronomical bodies,
including the stars, constellations, planets, the moon, and the vault of heaven. Through
iconographical study, each of these can be connected both to ancient Egyptian mortuary
beliefs, and to nHH and Dt. The phases of the moon, and the rising and setting of the stars,
the decans, the constellations, and the planets all symbolize nHH and Dt—a single phase or
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period from rising to setting is comparable to the mortal life, Dt, while the cycle of phases
is analogous to the perpetual afterlife, nHH.
A comparison between the astronomical ceilings from Dendera to recognized
depictions of time, such as the Weltkammer, the ouroboros, or the snake and the cord
from Books of the Underworld, further helps to solidify the interpretation of astronomical
ceilings as representations of nHH and Dt. Although these are conceptual representations
of time and do not possess narrative qualities, time as nHH and Dt is implied. In the
Weltkammer, the repetition of the seasons as natural phenomena expresses nHH. Also
symbolic of nHH is the ouroboros, the serpent who bites his own tail, thereby creating a
never-ending circle. The linear shape of the snake and the cord imply Dt, while their
twisted forms are reminiscent of cyclical nHH. The shapes of the astronomical ceilings
from Dendera, circular and rectangular, parallel the cyclical nature of nHH and the linear
qualities of Dt. Finally, as monuments, objects meant to last forever, Dt is evoked.
Moreover, it is possible to interpret earlier manifestations of this motif in a similar
fashion. Since nHH and Dt are closely related to the human condition, with Dt as the
mortal life on earth and nHH as the cycle of rebirth and the afterlife, if astronomical
ceilings do represent these concepts of eternity, then their placement in tombs is logical.
Therefore, it is not necessary to speak in absolutes, and the astronomical ceilings can
represent both the desire of the deceased to join the gods as a star, and the human life
cycle, both of which are ideas that complement one another.
Astronomical ceilings in non-mortuary temples are not themselves a change in
belief, but are reflective of cultural changes during the Greco-Roman Period. Whereas in
earlier periods, these ceilings were found in royal tombs and royal mortuary temples, the
rulers of this period no longer followed traditional Egyptian burial practices. Therefore,
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because the astronomical ceilings represent abstract notions of nHH and Dt, which were
integral to the cosmos, the cycle of life and death, and the overall natural order of things,
these ceilings could appear elsewhere. The temple is a logical choice because it is a
representation of the cosmos. The discrepancy in context of astronomical ceilings did not
change the symbolic meaning of the decoration, and in both funerary decoration and
temple decoration, the motif can be interpreted as an abstract representation of nHH and
Dt.

58

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Allen, James P. The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts. Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2005.
---. Genesis in Egypt. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988.
Amer, H. I. and B. Moradet. “Les dates de la construction du temple majeur d’Hathor à
Dendera.” Annales du Service des Antiquités de l’Égypte, Vol. 69 (1983): 255258.
Arnold, Dieter. Der Tempel des Königs Mentuhotep von Deir el-Bahari, Band II: Die
Wandreliefs des Sanktuares. Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1974.
Assman, Jan. Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt. Translated by David Lorton.
Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1991.
---. Zeit und Ewigkeit im Alten Ägypten: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Ewigkeit.
Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1975.
Aubourg, E. “La date de conception du zodiaque du temple d’Hathor à Dendera.” BIFAO
95 (1995): 1- 10.
Baines, John. Fecundity Figures: Egyptian Personification and the Iconology of a
Genre. Chicago: Bolchazy Carducci Publishers, 1985.
Bakir, Abd-el-Mohsen. “NHH and Dt Reconsidered.” The Journal of Egyptian
Archaeology, Vol. 39, (Dec., 1953): 110 -111.
Bochi, Patricia A. “Images of Time in Ancient Egyptian Art.” Journal of the American
Research Center in Egypt, Vol. 31 (1994): 55 – 62.
Buchwald, Jed Z. and Diane Greco Josefowicz. The Zodiac of Paris: How an
Improbable Controversy over an Ancient Egyptian Artifact Provoked a Modern
Debate between Religion and Science. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2010.
de Buck, Adriaan. The Egyptian Coffin Texts VI: Texts of Spells 472-786. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1956.
Cauville, S. Le Temple de Dendera: Les Chapelles Osiriennes, Vol. 1. Cairo: Institute
Français d’Archéologie Orientale, 1997.
---. Le Temple de Dendera: Les Chapelles Osiriennes, Vol. 2. Cairo: Institute Français
d’Archéologie Orientale, 1997.

59

---. Le Temple de Dendera: Guide Archéologique. Cairo: Institut Français
d’Archéologie Orientale: 1990.
---. Le Zodiaque d’Osiris. Leuven: Peeters, 1997.
Champollion, Jean-François. Notices Descriptives, Vol. II (pp. 1-358) (Repographie de
l’édition originale). Geneva: Éditions de Belles-Lettres, 1974.
Chassinat, É. Le Temple de Dendara, Vol. 1, Cairo: Institute Français d’Archéologie
Orientale, 1934.
Commission des sciences et arts d'Egypte. Description de l’Egypte. Paris: De
l'Imprimerie impériale, 1809 – 1822.
Conman, J. “It’s About Time: Ancient Egyptian Cosmology.” Studien zur Altägyptsichen
Kultur, 31 (2003): 33 – 71.
Corcoran, Lorelei H. “A Case for Narrativity: Gilt Stucco Mummy Cover in the GraecoRoman Museum, Alexandria, Inv. 27808.” In Gold of Praise: Studies on Ancient
Egypt in Honor of Edward F. Wente, Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilization, No.
58, edited by Emily Teeter and John Larson. Chicago: The Oriental Institute of
The University of Chicago, 1999, 55-68.
Daressy, G. “Chapelle de Mentouhotep III à Dendérah.” Annales du Service des
Antiquités de l’Égypte, XVII (1917): 226 – 236.
Davis, Whitney. The Canonical Tradition in Ancient Egyptian Art. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989.
Dorman, Peter F. The Tombs of Senenmut: The Architecture and Decoration of Tombs
71 and 353. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art Egyptian Expedition 1991.
DuQuesne, Terrence. The Jackal Divinities of Egypt I: From the Archaic Period to
Dynasty X. London: Da’th Scholarly Service Darengo Publications, 2005.
Edel, Elmar and Steffen Wenig. Die Jahreszeitenreliefs aus dem Sonnenheiligtum des
Königs Ne-User-Re. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag.
Eldamaty, Mamdouh Mohamed. “Die Treppe des Hinaufsteigens zum Dach des Tempels
von Dendera am Neujahrsfest.” In Egyptology at the dawn of the twenty-first
century: Proceedings of the Eight International Congress of Egyptologists,
Cairo, 2000. Edited by Zahi Hawass and Lyla Pinch Brock. Cairo and New
York: The American University in Cairo Press, 2000. 171-179.
Epigraphic Survey, Medinet Habu, Vol. VI. The Temple Proper, Part II: The Re Chapel,
the Royal Mortuary Complex, and Adjacent Rooms with Miscellaneous Material
from the Pylons, the Forecourts and the First Hypostyle Hall. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press 1963.
60

Erman, Adolf and Hermann Grapow. Wörterbuch der Aegyptischen Sprache I. Leipzig:
J. C. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung, 1926.
---. Wörterbuch der Aegyptischen Sprache II. Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’sche
Buchhandlung, 1926.
---. Wörterbuch der Aegyptischen Sprache V. Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’sche
Buchhandlung, 1926.
Fairman, H. W. The Triumph of Horus: The Oldest Play in the World. Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1961.
---. “Worship and Festivals in an Egyptian Temple.” Bulletin of the John Rylands
Library, Manchester 37 (1), 165-203.
Finnestad, Ragnhild Bjerre. Image of the World and Symbol of the Creator: On the
Cosmological and Iconological Values of the Temple of Edfu. Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1985.
---. “Temples of the Ptolemaic and Roman Periods: Ancient Traditions in New
Contexts.” In Temples of Ancient Egypt, edited by Byron E. Shafer. Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1997.
Frankfort, Henri, Ancient Egyptian Religion. New York: Columbia University Press,
1948.
Gardiner, Alan H. The Chester Beatty Papyri, No. 1. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1931.
---.“Hymns to Amon from a Leiden Papyrus.” Zeitschrift für Ägyptische Sprache und
Altertumskunde, Band 42 (1905): 12 – 42.
Goebs, Katja. Crowns in Egyptian Funerary Literature: Royality, Rebirth, and
Destruction. Oxford: Griffith Institute, 2008.
Groenewegen-Frankfort, H. A. Arrest and Movement. London: Faber and Faber,
Limited, 1951.
Helck, Wolfgang and Eberhard Otto. Lexicon der Ägyptologie, Bd. II. Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1977.
Hornung, Erik. The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife. Translated by David
Lorton. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1999.
---. Das Amduat die Schrift des Verborgenen Raumes Teil I: Text. Wiesbaden, Otto
Harrassowitz, 1963.
61

---. Das Amduat die Schrift des Verborgenen Raumes Teil III: Die Kurzfassung.
Nachträge. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1967.
---. Idea into Image. Translated by Elizabeth Bredeck. New York: Timken Publishers,
1992.
---. Skarabäen und andere Siegelamulette aus Basler Sammlungen. Mainz: Phiipp von
Zabern, 1976.
---. The Tomb of Pharaoh Seti I, Das Grab Sethos’ I. Zürich and Munich: Artemis,
1991.
---. Zwei Ramessidische Königsgräber: Ramses IV. und Ramses VII. Mainz: Philipp
von Zabern, 1990.
Kamrin, Janice. The Cosmos of Khnumhotep II at Beni Hasan. London and New York:
Kegan Paul International, 1999.
Kaper, Olaf E. “A Fragment from the Osiris Chapels at Dendera in Bristol.” Jaarbreicht
“Ex Orient Lux” 41 (2008-2009): 29 – 47.
Letronne, Antoine Jean. Analyse Critique des Représentations Zodiacles de Dendéra et
d’Esné. Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1845.
Loret, Victor. “Le tombeau de Thoutmès III à Biban el-Molouk.” Bulletin de l'Institute
d'Égypt Vol. 3, no. 9 (1899): 98-112.
Louvre Museum. “Zodiac of Dendera.” Accessed February 6, 2013.
http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/zodiac-dendera.
Lucarelli, Rita. “The guardian-demons of the Book of the Dead.” British Museum
Studies in Ancient Egypt and Sudan 15 (2010): 85-102.
Lull, José and Juan Antonio Belmonte. “The constellations of Ancient Egypt.” In In
Search of Cosmis Order: Selected Essays on Egyptian Archaeoastronomy, edited
by Juan Antonio Belmonte and Mosalam Shaltout. Cairo: Supreme Council of
Antiquities, 2009.
Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary. 10th ed. Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster,
1996.
Morenz, Siegfried. Egyptian Religion. Translated by Ann E. Keep. London: Methuen
& Co, Ltd., 1973.
Myśliwiec, Karol. Studien zum Gott Atum, Band I. Hildesheim: Gerstenberg Verlag,
1978.

62

---. The Twilight of Ancient Egypt: First Millennium B.C.E. Translated by David
Lorton. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2000).
Nasa. “Moon Phases – 6000 Year Catalog.” Accessed February 6, 2013.
http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/phase/phasecat.html.
Neugebauer, O. and Richard A. Parker. Egyptian Astronomical Texts III, 1. Decans,
Planets, Constellations and Zodiacs. Providence: Brown University Press, 1969.
---. Egyptian Astronomical Texts III, 2. Decans, Planets, Constellations and Zodiacs.
Providence: Brown University Press, 1969.
Onstine, Suzanne. “The Relationship Between Osiris and Re in the Book of Caverns.”
The Society for the Study of Egyptian Antiquities Journal, XXV (1995), 66-77.
Osirisnet. “Sennedjem; TT 1; TT 1; Egypt Tomb (1).” Accessed March 4, 2013.
http://www.osirisnet.net/tombes/artisans/sennedjem1/e_sennedjem1_01.htm.
Otto, E. “Altägyptische Zeitvorstellungen und Zeitbegriffe.” Die Welt als Geschichte,
XIV (1954): 135 – 148.
Parker, R. A. “Ancient Egyptian Astronomy.” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society of London. Series A, Mathematical and Physical Sciences, Vol. 276, No.
1257, “The Place of Astronomy in the Ancient World” (May 2, 1974), 51-65.
Petrie, W. M. Flinders. “Excavations at Dendereh.” In Egypt Exploration Fund
Archaeological Report, 1897-1898, edited by F. Ll. Griffith. London: Egypt
Exploration Fund, 1898.
Piankoff, Alexandre. The Shrines of Tut-Ankh-Amon. Edited by N. Rambova.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977.
---. The Tomb of Ramesses VI, Plates. Edited by N. Rambova. New York, New York:
Bollingen Foundation Inc., 1954.
Porter, Bertha and Rosalind L. B. Moss. Topographical Bibliography of Ancient Egyptian
Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs, and Paintings: VI. Upper Egypt: Chief Temples
(Excluding Thebes) Abydos, Dendera, Esna, Edfu, Kôm Ombo, and Philae.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939.
Shaw, Ian, editor. The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000.
Sethe, Kurt. Die Altaegyptischen Pyramidentexte I. Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’
Buchhandlung, 1908.
Taylor, John H. Egyptian Coffins. Aylesbury, Bucks: Shire Publications, LTD, 1989.
63

Vandier, Jacques. Le Papyrus Jumilhac, (Paris: Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique, 1961), 129.
Wilkinson, Richard H. The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt. New York
and London: Thames and Hudson, 2003.
Žabkar, Louis V. “Some Observation on T. G. Allen’s Edition of the Book of the Dead,”
Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol 24, no. 1/2 (1965): 75 – 87.

64

FIGURES

Figure 1. Plan of Dendera. From Bertha Porter and Rosalind L. B. Moss, Topographical
Bibliography of Ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs, and Paintings: VI. Upper
Egypt: Chief Temples (Excluding Thebes) Abydos, Dendera, Esna, Edfu, Kôm Ombo,
and Philae, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 40.
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Figure 2. Plan of Dendera, roof. From Bertha Porter and Rosalind L. B. Moss,
Topographical Bibliography of Ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs, and
Paintings: VI. Upper Egypt: Chief Temples (Excluding Thebes) Abydos, Dendera,
Esna, Edfu, Kôm Ombo, and Philae, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 94.
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Figure 3. Circular Ceiling from the Osiris Chapel, Temple of Hathor, Dendera. Now in
the Louvre Museum. Accession Number: D 38. From “The Zodiac of Dendera,” Louvre
Museum, accessed March 20, 2013, http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/zodiacdendera.

67

Figure 4. Line Drawing of Figure 2. From Sylvie Cauville, Le Temple de Dendera:
Les Chapelles Osiriennes, Vol. 2. (Cairo: Institute Français d’Archéologie Orientale,
1997), Plate 60 detail.
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Figure 5. Division of Circular Zodiac into five parts with innermost (green) circle
showing the North Pole, the second (orange) circle showing the northern constellations,
the third (blue) circle showing the constellations of the zodiac, the fourth (purple) circle
showing the southern constellations, and the fifth (white) circle showing the decans.
From S. Cauville, Le Zodiaque d’Osiris, (Leuven: Peeters, 1997).

Figure 6. Detail of Figure 2; rrt wrt, msxtyw, and jackal atop hoe.
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Figure 7. rrt wrt from the Tomb of Senenmut (TT 353). From Peter F. Dorman,
The Tombs of Senenmut: The Architecture and Decoration of Tombs 71 and 353, (New
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art Egyptian Expedition 1991), Plate 85.

Figure 8. rrt wrt from the Tomb of Seti (KV 17). From Erik Hornung, The Tomb of
Pharaoh Seti I, Das Grab Sethos’ I, (Zürich and Munich: Artemis, 1991), Plate 174.

70

Figure 9. Detail of hieroglyphic text, with rrt wrt in center column. From Jacques
Vandier, Le Papyrus Jumilhac, (Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique,
1961), Plate XVII detail.

Figure 10. Donkey-baboon-creature and man holding animal and man holding an animal.
Detail of Figure 3. Proposed as the representative of the four sons of Horus.

Figure 11. Re-Horakhty type figure and goddess within the cow’s horns. Detail of Figure
3. Rotated 90 degrees clockwise by author.

71

Figure 12. Aquarius. Detail of Figure 3.

Figure 13. Fecundity Figures. From John Baines, Fecundity Figures: Egyptian
Personification and the Iconology of a Genre, ((Chicago: Bolchazy Carducci Publishers,
1985), 84, figure 43.

Figure 14. Gemini. Detail of Figure 3. Rotated 90 degree counter-clockwise by author.

Figure 15. Drawing of Mercury from Circular Ceiling. From S. Cauville, Le Zodiaque
d’Osiris, (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 29.
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Figure 16. Drawing of Venus from Circular Ceiling. From S. Cauville, Le Zodiaque
d’Osiris, (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 29.

Figure 17. Drawing of Mars from Circular Ceiling. From S. Cauville, Le Zodiaque
d’Osiris, (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 29.

Figure 18. Drawing of Jupiter from Circular Ceiling. From S. Cauville, Le Zodiaque
d’Osiris, (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 29.
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Figure 19. Drawing of Saturn from Circular Ceiling. From S. Cauville, Le Zodiaque
d’Osiris, (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 29.

Figure 20. Sah. Detail of Figure 2.

Figure 21. Sopdet. Detail of Figure 2.

Figure 22. Horus on wAD. Detail of Figure 2.
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Figure 23. Detail of Decans from the Circular Ceiling. From Sylvie Cauville, Dendera
Volume 12, (Publication Info, year), Plate 60 detail.

Figure 24. Line drawing of Nut from Circular Ceiling. From Sylvie Cauville, Le Temple
de Dendera: Les Chapelles Osiriennes, Vol. 2. (Cairo: Institute Français d’Archéologie
Orientale, 1997), Plate 60 detail.
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Figure 25. Line Drawing of Outer Hypostyle Hall Ceiling. From Description de
l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 18. From “Description de l’Egypte Digital Collection,”
accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.
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Figure 26. Center Aisle of the Outer Hypostyle Hall (during cleaning process). Photo
courtesy of Amr Shahat, copyright Ahmed el Tayeb, Inspector of Antiquities at the Upper
Egyptian inspectorate, Luxor, Egypt.
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Figure 27. Row of Decans from the Eastern half of the ceiling. Photo courtesy of Amr
Shahat, copyright Ahmed el Tayeb, Inspector of Antiquities at the Upper Egyptian
inspectorate, Luxor, Egypt.

Figure 28. Eastern Zodiac Frieze, showing arms of Nut, Capricorn, Saturn (as a bullheaded falcon), rrt wrt, msxtyw, Harpooning Falcon-headed figure, Jupiter (as a falcon
with a crown of horned disc), Sagitarrius, and the Jackal on the Hoe. From Description
de l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte Digital
Collection,” accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.
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Figure 29. Eastern Zodiac Frieze showing Mars (as a falcon wearing the white crown,)
Scorpio, Libra, and Mercury (as a frog-headed falcon). Venus should be shown as a
falcon to the left of Libra, but was left out of this drawing. From Description de
l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte Digital Collection,”
accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.

Figure 30. Eastern Zodiac Frieze showing Virgo and hindparts of Leo. From Description
de l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte Digital
Collection,” accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.

Figure 31. Eastern Zodiac Frieze showing Leo and the feet of Nut. From Description de
l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte Digital Collection,”
accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.
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Figure 32. Western Zodiac Frieze showing Sopdet, Horus on the pillar, and Sah.
From Description de l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de
l’Egypte Digital Collection,” accessed March 21, 2013,
http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.

Figure 33. Western Zodiac Frieze showing Gemini, Mercury (as a human holding an anx
and a wAs scepter), Taurus, and Venus (as a two-headed god with a human head wearing
the red crown and a falcon head wearing the white crown). From Description de l’Égypte,
Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte Digital Collection,” accessed
March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.

Figure 34. Western Zodiac Frieze showing Venus, the baboon-jackal-creature group,
Aries, Jupiter (as a falcon wearing the Atf crown and two uraei) and Pisces. From
Description de l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte
Digital Collection,” accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.

80

Figure 35. Western Zodiac Frieze showing Mars (as a falcon-headed figure holding a wAs
scepter), Aquarius, Jupiter (as a bull-headed figure), and the arms of Nut. From
Description de l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 20 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte
Digital Collection,” accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.

Figure 36. Gemini from the Outer Hypostyle Hall. Photo courtesy of Amr Shahat,
copyright Ahmed el Tayeb, Inspector of Antiquities at the Upper Egyptian inspectorate,
Luxor, Egypt.
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Figure 37. Cancer from the Outer Hypostyle Hall. Photo courtesy of Amr Shahat,
copyright Ahmed el Tayeb, Inspector of Antiquities at the Upper Egyptian inspectorate,
Luxor, Egypt.

Figure 38. Cycle of the Sun in twelve barques from Outer Hypostyle Hall. From
Description de l’Égypte, Volume IV, plate 21 detail. From “Description de l’Egypte
Digital Collection,” accessed March 21, 2013, http://descegy.bibalex.org/index1.html.
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Figure 39. Cycle of the Moon from Outer Hypostyle Hall. Photo courtesy of Amr
Shahat, copyright Ahmed el Tayeb, Inspector of Antiquities at the Upper Egyptian
inspectorate, Luxor, Egypt.

Figure 40. Cord and Snake as Representations of Time from the Tomb of Seti I (KV 17)
From Erik Hornung, The Tomb of Pharaoh Seti I, Das Grab Sethos’ I, (Zürich and
Munich: Artemis, 1991), Plate 61.

83

Figure 41. Snake as Representation of Time from the Tomb of Ramesses VI (KV 9).
From Alexander Piankoff, The Tomb of Ramesses VI, Plates (New York, New York:
Bollingen Foundation Inc., 1954), Plate 55.
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Figure 42. Scene from Weltkammer from the Sun Temple of Niuserre at Abu Gurob.
From Elmar Edel and Steffen Wenig, Die Jahreszeitenreliefs aus dem Sonnenheiligtum
des Königs Ne-User-Re, (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1974), plate 1.

85

Figure 43. Ouroboroi surrounding head and feet of mummiform figure, from the second
shrine of Tutankhamun. From Alexandre Piankoff, The Shrines of Tut-Ankh-Amon,
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), plate 48.
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LIST OF ASTRONOMICAL CEILINGS FROM GRECO-ROMAN TEMPLES
What follows is a list of astronomical ceilings from Greco-Roman Period
Temples as listed in O. Neugebauer and Richard A. Parker, Egyptian Astronomical Texts
III. Decans, Planets, Constellations and Zodiacs, (Providence, Brown University Press,
1969). I have only included astronomical ceilings from Greco-Roman Period temples,
not including the two discussed in this paper. Further study of astronomical ceilings from
the Greco-Roman Period is necessary, including the application of the methods used in
this paper to other ceilings of the period to see if the thesis that these ceilings are abstract
representations of nHH and Dt is true for all ceilings of this period. Additionally, the
methods used within this paper could also be applied to earlier examples of astronomical
ceilings, in order to understand if this proposed interpretation was unique to the GrecoRoman Period, or if it appeared in earlier Egyptian beliefs.
1. Subterranean Galleries at Tûna el- Gebel (Hermopolis West), reign of Ptolemy I (304
– 283 BCE), Ceiling of Chapel in Gallery C, on west side
2. Subterranean Galleries at Tûna el-Gebel (Hermopolis West), reign of Ptolemy I (304 –
283 BCE), Ceiling of second chapel in Gallery C, east side
3. Subterranean Galleries at Tûna el-Gebel (Hermopolis West), reign of Ptolemy I (304 –
283 BCE), Ceiling of niche of east side of Gallery C
4. Subterranean Galleries at Tûna el-Gebel (Hermopolis West), reign of Ptolemy I (304 –
283 BCE), ceiling of niche G-C B/2 on east side of Gallery C
5. Temple of Khnum, north of Esna, c. 246 – 180 BCE, north and south ceiling friezes,
now destroyed
6. Temple of Isis at Philae, reign of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes (145 – 116 BCE), ceiling
between architraves in northeast corner of Hypostyle Hall
7. Temple of Horus and Sobek at Kom Ombo, reign of Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysus (80
– 51 BCE), soffits of architraves between columns of Outer Hypostyle Hall
8. Temple of Montu and Raat-tawi, Armant, reign of Cleopatra VII and Ptolemy XV
Caesarion (44 – 30 BCE), ceiling of birth room, now destroyed
9. Temple of Isis at Shanhûr, reigns of Augustus and Tiberius (30 BCE – 37 CE), ceiling
of chapel, only one block survives
10. Temple of Khnum at Esna, reigns of Vespasian – Domitian (69 – 96 CE), ceiling of
Hypostyle Hall
11. Temple of Triphis and Pan, Akhmîm, 109 CE, ceiling of pronaos, only one block
survives.
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